Seed fairs: Creating awareness of a rich heritage by unknown
The Project ‘Promotion of small-scaleseed production by self-helpgroups’ is a technical cooperation
project between the Southern Africa
Development Community (SADC) and
Germany. The project seeks to develop an
approach to achieving seed security at
household level given that commercially-
oriented seed enterprises will do very little
to supply quality seed from open-pollinat-
ed crops to farmers. To achieve its objec-
tives, the project cooperates closely with
NGOs, the extension service, farmer asso-
ciations and other projects already work-
ing in the field with individual farmers and
farmer groups. The project offers to sup-
plement their activities with a seed com-
ponent.
After becoming acquainted with the tar-
get group, discussions usually shift to
exploring the problems the group feels
need to be addressed. It transpires that
seed issues are an important element in
the difficulties facing farming community.
When farmers are asked to elaborate on
the seed issue, a number of problems
emerge: appropriate seed was unavailable
or not available on time. What was avail-
able was often old and “tired” meaning the
seed had been kept too long or had been
recycled too many times and that it took
too long to mature. In general, there was
nothing new to be found especially where
early maturing varieties were concerned
and certified seed from the formal sector
was too expensive.
Seed fair experience
To maintain farmers’ interest in seed
security concerns, the project finds it
helpful to suggest that farming commu-
nities make an inventory of crops and
varieties used at the local level. The whole
community then displays its seed invento-
ry at a ‘seed fair’. The seed fairs have
acquired their name because they com-
bine the aesthetic values of sample dis-
plays with detailed explanations about the
performance of a variety or a crop. This
culminates in seed marketing and
exchange between participants. The occa-
sion is organised in such a way that it is
entertaining as well as informative. A con-
venient time to hold a seed fair is at the
end of the cropping season, just after the
harvest when details of the crops’ perfor-
mance are still fresh in the farmer’s mind.
Understanding the farming systems in a
particular area is also critical for the timing
of such events. It is important that the 
farmers take heed of mixed crop stands
and relay plantings which grow on residu-
al moisture because the main objective is
to capture as much diversity as possible.
Seed fairs in Zimbabwe have shown
how important they can be in raising
awareness about seed issues. Zimbabwe is
characterised by a very strong and vibrant
commercial farming sector that occupies
about 30% of the arable land and a much
less commercialised farming sector that is
mostly situated on marginal crop land. The
commercial sector produces and exports
maize, wheat, soybeans, sugarcane, tobac-
co, cotton, fresh cut flowers, vegetables,
fruits, tea, coffee, and beef. It relies on a
well-developed formal seed supply
system, which, through local production
and imports, adequately meets the quality
demands for seed and planting material.
However, the majority of Zimbabwe’s
farmers have to eke out a living in the sub-
sistence farming sector. Here, overpopula-
tion and decade-long poor land manage-
ment has led to massive environmental
degradation and erosion resulting in the
loss of soil fertility. The combination of
recurrent drought and economic structu-
ral adjustment measures has aggravated
the problem and reduced state funding for
this sector. A major problem has been to
provide adequate, appropriate seed for
the farming systems practised in these are-
as because economic liberalisation has
increased seed prices to levels beyond the
reach of many subsistence farming com-
munities.
With these factors in mind, seed fairs
seemed to provide a good opportunity for
making farmers aware of and interested in
the genetic resources they possess, to
enhance diversity and to encourage spe-
cial care in producing good seed.
Seed fairs began in the early 1990s and fol-
lowed the most devastating drought to
affect Southern Africa this century. There
were fears that farmers had lost most, if
not all, of their seed and planting material.
Acting as an informal inventory, the seed
fairs were quick to establish the resilience
of traditional farming systems in the face
of such major catastrophes. The seed fairs
revealed that seeds, even of very old varie-
ties, were still to be found in the farming
communities.
Records for the past three years from
two drought-stricken districts in
Zimbabwe indicate that the number of
seed fair exhibitors increased from 90 to
130 families and the number of visitors
doubled. Most impressive, however, was
the number of crops displayed. The list
reads like a Southern African crop com-
pendium. One such fair, for example, dis-
played 5 different grain crops with 110 dif-
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ferent varieties, 6 leguminous crops with
75 varieties, 9 vegetable crops with 67
varieties, 3 industrial crops with 10 varie-
ties and 2 root and tuber crops with 15
varieties. Varieties were distinguished
according to the farmers’ own standards.
They gave names to the different pheno-
types and these reflected their understand-
ing of the performance of a crop or where
it came from. As a result, there were varie-
ties named after the president of the coun-
try because the seed was given as drought
relief or with names like “wife does not
run away” because the variety was short
maturing and helped alleviate hunger.
Similar numbers of varieties have since
been found wherever a seed fair was held
and they are rapidly becoming a popular
event in low-input agricultural settings.
When questioned about the difference
between seed fairs and the agricultural
shows, participants remarked:
• Farmers pay to display their goods at
agricultural shows, at seed fairs they can
display their seeds for nothing.
• Produce are judged at shows in terms of
quality. At seed fairs, the diversity of dis-
played varieties and their uniqueness is
what is most important.
• At shows only registered varieties can
be judged, while at seed fairs all crops
and varieties are accepted, irrespective
of their origin.
• It is easier to get seed from an exhibitor
at a seed fair who lives in the vicinity,
for payment or barter can be arranged
any time before the planting season
starts.
The main objectives of seed fairs are to:
• enable farmers in the area to share infor-
mation regarding the performance of
various varieties;
• give access to a wider range of crops
and varieties so they can meet their food
requirements;
• develop a competitive spirit in food pro-
duction; and
• share skills and knowledge on how to
produce the crop.
In the Zimbabwean context, the variety of
crops displayed was impressive, especially
given the two devastating droughts the
country had experienced. Many farmers
visiting the fair had thought that most of
the exhibited crops and varieties had been
lost. Some farmers remembered the role
these crops had played in local food secur-
ity in the past. Hence, seed was gladly
exchanged or bought, so such crops could
be grown again.
In a number of districts, seed fairs have
become a regular annual feature.
Generally they take the form of a one-day
event. Organising these fairs are now
entirely in the hands of the farming com-
munity. Farmers plan when to hold the fair
and who to invite. They elect a committee
to be responsible for running the fair.
There are many things to deal with: money
has to be collected for prizes; criteria set
down for judging exhibits; knowledgeable
persons have to be invited as judges and
food and refreshments must be served.
Most of the farmers involved are women
and they play a crucial role in setting up
the fairs and exhibiting crops and varie-
ties. Many of the crops displayed are the
women’s responsibility and they play an
important role in securing household food
security. It can be said that making sure
seed is available at household level is main-
ly women’s business.
However, farmers do not feel that they
are the custodians of something geneti-
cists want to preserve for future use. Their
perception of biodiversity is pragmatic
and more related to managing their imme-
diate individual life-styles and economic
needs. Two aspects seem particularly
important to farmers: first, the search for
crop diversity and, second, earliness to
increase the farmers’ ability to cope with
adverse weather conditions.
Seed fairs have strong roots in the past.
Zimbabwe has a concept of “zhunde
ramambo” literally, ‘the king’s granary’.
Communities were expected to donate
seed to this granary. First, farmers had to
display their wares for inspection by the
king and the community. Then, seed was
stored in a communal granary with much
traditional ceremony. Because of these
customs, each community has a different
sociocultural approach to organising seed
fairs because they assume a quasi-religious
character.
Outlook
The present abundance of crops and varie-
ties being displayed at seed fairs is, howev-
er, under threat. The advent of crop com-
mercialisation brought with it the use of
improved varieties. Their apparent qual-
ities and uniformity made them seem very
attractive and many farmers no longer saw
any reason to maintain the old varieties.
This trend is clearly illustrated by the fact
that there are regularly 70 entries for sor-
ghum and millet but only 4 entries for
maize.
This situation is certainly influenced by
some factors specific to Zimbabwe where
open-pollinated maize varieties are not
allowed on the official seed trade market.
The environments where sorghum and
millet do well are generally not well suited
to maize. There is an indication that a
more market-oriented crop production
infringes on diversity. Still, we may yet wit-
ness a gradual change towards an
increased use of traditional varieties as
depressed commodity markets push farm-
ers towards a farming system that is pri-
marily geared to household food security.
This may lead to farming systems that
thrive on diversity of crops and varieties.
New chances may also come as the
demand from affluent societies for long
forgotten indigenous vegetables, herbs,
root, tubers, and grain increases.
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